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M E M O R A N D U M  

To: City of Thornton 

From: Economic & Planning Systems 

Subject: Land Use Scenarios Fiscal Impact Analysis;  
EPS #183022 

Date: August 22, 2019 

Introduct ion 

This memorandum provides a summary of Economic & Planning 
Systems (EPS) findings of the fiscal impact analysis (FIA) of the 
two land use plan scenarios developed and the ultimate preferred 
scenario for the 2019 Thornton Comprehensive Plan Rewrite. The 
purpose of this analysis is to identify what fiscal impacts the land 
use scenarios developed in the comprehensive plan have on the 
on-going fiscal health of the City and to identify policy 
recommendations and land use plan changes that are needed to 
ensure long-term fiscal health.  

The FIA estimates the annual net fiscal impact of the land use 
plan based on the land use designations and the identified 
developable lands within the City of Thornton and its growth 
boundary. The analysis of the land use scenarios was completed 
using two contexts. The first context is considered a “Build-out” 
context where the impact of new development on all identified 
developable land in Adams County is measured. The second 
context is a “Plan Horizon” context where the estimated amount 
of growth for the 2018 to 2040 plan horizon is used based on the 
proportional allocation of land uses within each scenario.  

This memorandum contains the following sections: 

 Summary of Inputs and Methodology 

 Fiscal Impact Analysis 

 Summary of Findings   

 Preferred Scenario Analysis 
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Summary of  Inputs and Methodology 

The fiscal impact model was developed using three major components.  

Fiscal Impact Model Budget Factors 

First, the City of Thornton developed a fiscal model based on existing land use conditions 
in the city. The model estimates the revenues and expenditures per acre of different land 
use types. Seven land use types were used including: 

 Single Family Detached (SFD) 
 Single Family Attached (SFA) 
 Multifamily/Mobile Home (Multifamily or MF/MH) 
 Local Retail (LR) 
 Regional Retail (RR) 
 Government Exempt (GE or Institutional) 
 Primary Employers (PE) 

 
The model also breaks down four categories (SFD, SFA, MF/MH, LR) based on three areas 
of the city. The three areas are: 

 South of 104th Avenue 
 Between 104th Avenue and 128th Avenue 
 North of 128th Avenue 

 
EPS utilized the estimated revenues and expenditures per acre factors for each land use 
type and geography to estimate impacts.  

Fiscal Impact Model Development Factors 

The second component is the estimate of developable lands in the City of Thornton. 
Clarion Associates identified developable lands in the city to estimate land development 
capacity based on the current land use plan and any subsequent scenarios or preferred 
scenarios. Clarion developed factors for density based on the land use categories for 
residential (dwelling units per acre) and non-residential uses (floor area ratio) to apply to 
each developable parcel to estimate capacity for growth. Clarion developed low and high 
factors to provide a range of the estimated growth capacity. For the fiscal impact 
analysis, EPS utilized an average of the low and high, or mid-point. Clarion also 
developed efficiency factors for development of greenfield areas to account for land that 
will be used for rights-of-way, drainage, local parks and greenways, and other services. 
In mixed-use categories, Clarion provided estimates of the mixture of land allocated to 
residential and non-residential uses. 

EPS relied on Clarion’s factors and estimates to develop the land use scenario program to 
put into the fiscal impact model. EPS had to develop assumptions for the allocation of the 
use types (e.g. SFD, SFA, MF/MH) in the City of Thornton within each land use category 
(e.g. mixed neighborhoods).  
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Land Use Scenarios 

The third component of the analysis is the land use plan. Land use plan scenarios were 
developed by the project consultant team and City staff based on direction from City 
Council and the community. The two scenarios (Scenario A and Scenario B) utilize the 
same amount of developable land in the city and its growth boundary. The total acreage 
of land analyzed equals 7,445 acres and does not include land designated for Parks and 
Open Space or considered Urban Reserve. As well, the undeveloped land in the City of 
Thornton’s growth boundary that is in Weld County was not factored into the analysis and 
is assessed in a separate fiscal impact analysis completed by EPS.  

Scenario A 

Scenario A is more reflective of a continuation of the existing land use plan for the City 
with a greater amount of land allocated to single-use land use categories and less mixed 
use areas. The scenario results in 3,996 developed acres of which 70 percent are for 
residential uses and 30 percent for non-residential. The scenario has a capacity for 
27,750 residential units.  

Scenario B 

Scenario B is reflects a land use plan that allows for a greater mixture and variety of land 
uses. There is more land allocated to mixed use areas and greater ranges of housing 
density allowed within residential land use categories. The scenario results in 3,939 
developed acres, as the land use plan has a slightly higher average efficiency. The land 
use plan has an estimated capacity for 36,177 residential units. 

Scenario Comparison 

Scenario A has more land allocated to commercial/employment only uses (24 percent 
compared to 19 percent in Scenario B), as shown in Figure 1. Scenario A also has 
slightly more land allocated to residential-only land uses (56 percent compared to 54 
percent in Scenario B). Scenario B has more land designated for a mixed-use (26 percent 
compared to 19 percent in Scenario A).  
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Figure 1 Percent of Acres by Land Use Designation Category 

 

Scenario A results in a greater proportion of land allocated to single family detached 
housing (21 percent of acres) and more land allocated for retail/commercial only uses, as 
shown in Figure 2. Scenario B has a more evenly distributed allocation of land acres 
between the residential uses (SFD, SFA, and MF). Scenario B also has slightly more land 
for “Primary Employers,” which consists of office and industrial uses.  

Figure 2. Percent of Acres by Use Type 
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F iscal  Impact  Analys is  

This section summarizes the results of the fiscal impact analysis for each scenario in both 
the Build-out and Plan Horizon contexts. 

Build-out Fiscal Impact 

Scenario A generates $64.2 million in annual revenue and $51.9 million in annual 
expenditures, which results in a net positive fiscal impact of $12.3 million (Table 1). 
Scenario B generates slightly more revenue annually ($66.7 million), but more annual 
expenditures ($59.2 million), which results in a net positive fiscal impact of $7.6 million. 
The greater positive impact is a result of more land allocated for non-residential only 
(specifically retail areas) uses in Scenario A than mixed use in Scenario B. The fiscal 
impact of the residential areas is essentially the same, as shown in Figure 3. It should 
be noted that Scenario B accommodates significantly more housing units. Scenario B 
results in slightly more revenue from Primary Employer uses, despite the shift to more 
mixed use designations, as shown in Figure 4. 

Table 1. Build-out Annual Fiscal Impact 

Description Revenue Expend Net Fiscal Impact Revenue Expend Net Fiscal Impact

South of 104th
Residential Areas $854,681 $837,845 $16,837 $1,294,084 $2,027,077 -$732,993
Mixed Use Areas $4,170,341 $2,714,887 $1,455,454 $7,754,511 $4,866,461 $2,888,050
Commercial/Employment Areas $6,454,296 $2,565,311 $3,888,985 $751,469 $348,610 $402,859
Institutional $654 $4,749 -$4,095 $654 $4,749 -$4,095
Subtotal $11,479,972 $6,122,792 $5,357,180 $9,800,719 $7,246,898 $2,553,821

Between 104th - 128th
Residential Areas $1,682,578 $2,461,869 -$779,291 $1,963,824 $2,347,837 -$384,013
Mixed Use Areas $2,877,634 $1,678,516 $1,199,118 $5,151,599 $2,893,690 $2,257,909
Commercial/Employment Areas $2,817,619 $1,074,897 $1,742,722 $632,571 $286,923 $345,648
(I) Institutional $257 $1,865 -$1,609 $257 $1,865 -$1,609
Subtotal $7,378,089 $5,217,148 $2,160,941 $7,748,251 $5,530,315 $2,217,935

North of 128th
Residential Areas $19,444,195 $25,222,636 -$5,778,441 $24,812,538 $30,986,237 -$6,173,700
Mixed Use Areas $16,838,245 $11,800,854 $5,037,391 $19,154,800 $13,125,623 $6,029,177
Commercial/Employment Areas $9,040,875 $3,474,893 $5,565,982 $5,225,558 $2,288,241 $2,937,316
(I) Institutional $0 $3 -$3 $0 $3 -$3
Subtotal $45,323,316 $40,498,386 $4,824,930 $49,192,896 $46,400,105 $2,792,790

Total
Residential Areas $21,981,455 $28,522,350 -$6,540,895 $28,070,445 $35,361,151 -$7,290,706
Mixed Use Areas $23,886,221 $16,194,257 $7,691,964 $32,060,911 $20,885,775 $11,175,136
Commercial/Employment Areas $18,312,790 $7,115,101 $11,197,689 $6,609,597 $2,923,774 $3,685,823
(I) Institutional $911 $6,617 -$5,706 $911 $6,617 -$5,706
Total Revenue $64,181,377 $51,838,325 $12,343,051 $66,741,865 $59,177,318 $7,564,547

Source: Economic & Planning Systems

Scenario A Scenario B



Memorandum: Land Use Scenarios FIA 
Page | 6 

Figure 3. Build-out Annual Net Impact by Land Use Designation Category 

 

Figure 4. Build-out Annual Net Fiscal Impact by Use 
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Plan Horizon Fiscal Impact 

The amount of forecasted new housing and jobs by 2040 will generate demand for 
development that does not exceed land capacity in aggregate. An estimate of demand for 
developable acres to accommodate growth in the Plan Horizon (2019 to 2040) was 
developed to provide an estimate of the fiscal impact of each scenario in 2040 to 
compare to the Build-out analysis.  

The City of Thornton is estimated to grow by 20,000 to 25,000 new households by 2040 
based on population forecasts. EPS allocated the 25,000 new households throughout the 
city based on the proportional share of buildable residential land in the city and the land 
use designations in each scenario. This was completed by determining the amount of 
acres 25,000 units would require in each scenario. At buildout, Scenario A new 
development has an average residential density of 10 units per acre. This average 
density results in a demand for 2,500 acres in the Plan Horizon analysis. Scenario B new 
development has an average residential density at buildout of 12.8 units per acre, which 
results in demand for 1,950 acres.  

To estimate demand in the Plan Horizon for non-residential uses, EPS utilized land 
demand estimates for the City of Thornton generated in a study completed by Gruen 
Gruen + Associates (GG+A) in 2016. Based on estimates in that study, EPS approximated 
land demand for office uses to be 60 to 120 acres over the next 20 years. The estimated 
demand for industrial uses is estimated to be between 620 and 700 acres. EPS used an 
estimate demand of 750 acres for office and industrial uses over the 20 years.  

EPS generated a planning level estimate of retail demand in the City of Thornton from 
new households over the Plan Horizon. The city is estimated to grow from approximately 
45,600 households to 70,600 households by 2040. To estimate retail demand, EPS 
multiplies the 25,000 new households by the average household income in the City of 
Thornton ($86,593, 2017 ACS 1-Year Estimate) to estimate “Total Personal Income” 
(TPI) for the city’s new residents. The average Colorado household (based on estimates 
from the U.S. Census of Retail Trade) spends 35 percent of its TPI on retail goods and 
services. The new households in the city by 2040 are estimated to generate $760 million 
in retail sales annually. Based on average sales per square foot factors for major retail 
store categories, EPS estimates the new households will generate demand for 2.1 million 
square feet of retail by 2040, which equates to an average sales per square foot of 
$365). Using an average floor area ration of 0.2 for retail, EPS estimates land demand to 
accommodate new retail space is 240 acres. EPS applied 1.5x planning factor to this 
estimate to develop a planning level estimate for retail acre demand by 2040 of 350 acres.  

Each scenario estimates a total demand for 1,100 acres of non-residential land by 2040. 
The 1,100 acres are allocated proportionally based on the land capacity by land use 
designation in each scenario for the Plan Horizon.   
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Scenario A generates $57.9 million in annual revenue and $46.7 million in annual 
expenditures, which results in a net positive fiscal impact of $11.2 million (Table 2). 
Scenario B, in the Plan Horizon, generates less revenue annually ($55.2 million), but less 
annual expenditures ($44.8.3 million), which results in a net positive fiscal impact of 
$10.4 million. The denser development pattern facilitated by Scenario B results in a more 
equal fiscal impact of the two scenarios in the Plan Horizon because of less land used for 
residential uses. The fiscal impact of the residential areas is approximately $0.9 million 
less in Scenario B, as shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Plan Horizon Fiscal Impact 

Description Revenue Expen Net Fiscal Impact Revenue Expend Net Fiscal Impact

South of 104th
Residential Areas $769,285 $754,130 $15,154 $892,989 $1,398,794 -$505,806
Mixed Use Areas $3,763,479 $2,448,108 $1,315,371 $7,317,962 $4,198,449 $3,119,512
Commercial/Employment Areas $5,826,927 $2,315,959 $3,510,968 $742,734 $344,557 $398,176
Institutional $590 $4,287 -$3,697 $590 $4,287 -$3,697
Subtotal $10,360,282 $5,522,484 $4,837,797 $8,954,274 $5,946,088 $3,008,186

Between 104th - 128th
Residential Areas $1,514,461 $2,215,888 -$701,427 $1,355,146 $1,620,135 -$264,990
Mixed Use Areas $2,596,743 $1,513,499 $1,083,243 $4,845,354 $2,495,469 $2,349,884
Commercial/Employment Areas $2,543,742 $970,415 $1,573,326 $625,217 $283,588 $341,629
(I) Institutional $232 $1,684 -$1,452 $232 $1,684 -$1,452
Subtotal $6,655,177 $4,701,486 $1,953,691 $6,825,948 $4,400,876 $2,425,072

North of 128th
Residential Areas $17,501,401 $22,702,481 -$5,201,080 $17,122,006 $21,382,196 -$4,260,190
Mixed Use Areas $15,187,469 $10,636,677 $4,550,792 $17,100,026 $10,747,502 $6,352,524
Commercial/Employment Areas $8,162,086 $3,137,127 $5,024,959 $5,164,811 $2,261,641 $2,903,170
(I) Institutional $0 $3 -$2 $0 $3 -$2
Subtotal $40,850,956 $36,476,287 $4,374,669 $39,386,843 $34,391,341 $4,995,502

Total
Residential Areas $19,785,147 $25,672,499 -$5,887,352 $19,370,140 $24,401,125 -$5,030,985
Mixed Use Areas $21,547,691 $14,598,284 $6,949,407 $29,263,341 $17,441,421 $11,821,920
Commercial/Employment Areas $16,532,754 $6,423,501 $10,109,254 $6,532,762 $2,889,786 $3,642,976
(I) Institutional $823 $5,974 -$5,151 $823 $5,974 -$5,151
Total Revenue $57,866,415 $46,700,258 $11,166,157 $55,167,066 $44,738,306 $10,428,760

Source: Economic & Planning Systems

Scenario A Scenario B
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Figure 5. Plan Horizon Annual Net Impact by Land Use Designation Category  

  

 

Figure 6. Plan Horizon Annual Net Fiscal Impact by Use  
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Summary of  F indings 

Major Findings  

The following major findings regarding the land use scenarios and growth policies were 
identified from the fiscal impact analysis. 

1. The two scenarios generate a net positive fiscal impact on the City. 

Scenario A and Scenario B both generate a net positive fiscal impact annually on the 
City at Build-out. Scenario A generates a higher benefit annually than Scenario B. The 
evaluation of the land use scenarios over the Plan Horizon of 2019 to 2040 also 
results in a net fiscal positive impact for both scenarios. However, the net fiscal 
impact of both scenarios are more equal due to less residential land needed to 
support forecasted growth in Scenario B.  

2. Allowing for a greater amount of land designated as mixed-use in Scenario B 
results in a sufficient amount of land for commercial and primary 
employment development to produce a positive net fiscal impact.  

The shift of more land to mixed-use designations and reduced non-residential only 
areas in Scenario B generates a smaller net fiscal impact at Build-out but still 
generates a positive fiscal impact. Scenario B in the Plan Horizon results in a slightly 
lower net positive fiscal impact than Scenario A, due in part to less residential 
acreage, but also to more balanced residential and non-residential uses.  

3. The land use scenarios have sufficient land allocated to meet estimated 
demand over the Plan Horizon; however, there is a not an excess of land 
beyond the Plan Horizon.  

The land use scenarios allocate 1,100 to 1,200 acres of land for non-residential uses 
(after factoring in efficiencies and standard floor area ratio/intensity factors). EPS 
estimates demand for non-residential uses to be approximately 1,100 acres by 2040 
based on the GG+A Study in 2016 and planning level estimates of retail demand 
completed by EPS. The comparison of land allocated for commercial uses (local and 
regional retail) versus primary employment indicates that there needs to be more 
emphasis on protecting and prioritizing employment lands compared to retail lands. It 
is likely there is more than adequate land designated for retail/commercial uses in 
both scenarios.  

Both scenarios can accommodate the forecast housing demand in the city by 2040. 
Scenario A has less capacity (27,750 units based on EPS estimates) for residential 
units based on the land use designations, which is slightly higher than the estimate 
demand of 25,000 units. Under Scenario A, the city will reach its residential capacity 
shortly after the 2040 plan horizon. The allowance for a greater range of densities 
and more land designated for denser land use categories in Scenario B results in 
significantly more capacity for housing.  
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Policy Recommendations 

EPS has developed the following policy recommendations for the Comprehensive Plan 
based on the fiscal impact analysis. 

1. A balanced approach to non-residential growth is needed to maintain fiscal 
health.  

Maintaining a more even balance of residential and non-residential growth in the city 
is necessary to maintain fiscal health. The fiscal modeling results reinforce the City’s 
current policy direction that focuses on generating more employment growth to 
balance residential growth.  

2. A balanced mix of commercial (sales tax generating) uses and employment 
oriented uses is also needed. 

The protecting the amount of land for employment-oriented uses, as opposed to 
retail, may be more concerning for the City. This is partly due to the city’s geography 
and access to major transportation routes. Employment oriented uses are more likely 
to locate near I-25 and E-470 than sites more internal to the city, therefore placing a 
greater importance on these areas. Attracting jobs and creating employment places 
should continue to be a major priority for the City’s best suited employment lands. 
The GG+A study estimated that the majority of land demand for employment uses in 
the city will be for industrial uses. Industrial uses, especially warehouse and 
distribution, are more land intensive and most often do not generate a significant 
amount of employment. The creation of more people intensive employment uses 
either through light manufacturing or office uses should be the priority, which is 
consistent with the City’s current policy direction.  

3. Plan for a greater diversity and flexibility of uses in areas not deemed as 
priority employment areas.  

The City’s fiscal model estimates Local Retail land generates a greater fiscal benefit 
per acre then Regional Retail and Primary Employers. However, the future demand 
for local retail is somewhat limited. EPS estimates of demand (used in the Plan 
Horizon analysis) for retail land may be aggressive. Within EPS’s estimate, the 
demand for retail land is more than adequately accommodated by the areas 
designated for commercial uses in both scenarios. Flexibility in uses within 
commercial areas that are not the highest priority or most attractive to the market 
can be supported and may help increase viability of existing retail areas 

4. Allow for a greater diversity of housing types and a denser land use pattern 
with a greater utilization of land. 

Allowing for more flexibility in the mixture and types of uses, as illustrated in 
Scenario B, and allowing for a greater diversity of housing types will ensure long term 
capacity and will still maintain fiscal health over the Plan Horizon. The evaluation of 
the scenarios in the Plan Horizon illustrates the benefit of a denser land use pattern. 
While the land use plan in Scenario B does not generate more revenue than in 
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Scenario A, the expenditures are less resulting in a fiscal impact that approximately 
equal. As well, Scenario B allows for significantly more capacity for residential growth. 
The city will be nearing capacity for residential growth by the end of the Plan Horizon 
(2040). Greater utilization of the remaining land in the city will help maintain 
adequate capacity to accommodate growth and capture opportunities.  

Preferred Scenar io Analys is  

A preferred scenario was developed through the outreach completed in the plan process 
and revisions made by the staff and consultant team. The preferred future land use map 
(preferred scenario) was used for the development of the adoption review draft of the 
Comprehensive Plan. This preferred scenario map was used to estimate the fiscal impacts 
of the proposed land use plan.  The major findings from the fiscal impact analysis are 
summarized below.  

 More Mixed-use Areas – The preferred scenario results in the designation of more 
developable land for mixed use than the two scenarios review previously, with 1/3 of 
developable acreage designated in mixed use categories as shown in X. The amount 
of commercial/employment land is slightly higher than Scenario A but carries forward 
the approach in that scenario of preserving priority employment areas in the City. A 
large portion of undeveloped areas designated as Residential Areas was shifted into a 
mixed-use residential category to allow for more flexibility for larger undeveloped 
areas in the north portion of the City.  

Figure 7 Preferred Scenario % of Acres by Land Use Designation Category 
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 Diverse Mixture of Uses – The preferred scenario results in a more even mixture of 
land use types than the scenarios and best reflects realistic market conditions.  

Figure 8 Preferred Scenario % of Acres by Land Use 
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Figure 9 Preferred Scenario Net Fiscal Impact by Land Use Type at Build-out 
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When considering the estimated demand within the Plan Horizon, the fiscal impact 
analysis of the preferred scenario resulted in a similar impact as Scenario A and 
Scenario B. The net fiscal impact over the plan horizon of the preferred scenario is 
estimated to be $10.5 million, as shown in Figure 10 and Table 4.  

Figure 10 Preferred Scenario Net Fiscal Impact by Land Use Type over Plan Horizon 
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Table 3 Preferred Scenario Build-out Fiscal Impact Summary 

Description Revenue Expend Net Fiscal Impact

South of 104th
Residential Areas $617,114 $502,260 $114,854
Mixed Use Areas $6,468,202 $4,088,782 $2,379,420
Commercial/Employment Areas $2,098,307 $882,906 $1,215,401
Institutional $646 $4,693 -$4,047
Subtotal $9,184,269 $5,478,641 $3,705,628

Between 104th - 128th
Residential Areas $1,537,376 $2,213,636 -$676,259
Mixed Use Areas $2,821,509 $1,643,193 $1,178,315
Commercial/Employment Areas $3,032,411 $1,152,387 $1,880,024
(I) Institutional $257 $1,865 -$1,609
Subtotal $7,391,553 $5,011,081 $2,380,471

North of 128th
Residential Areas $13,467,573 $17,331,322 -$3,863,749
Mixed Use Areas $27,004,890 $23,791,938 $3,212,952
Commercial/Employment Areas $9,116,218 $3,471,401 $5,644,817
(I) Institutional $0 $3 -$3
Subtotal $49,588,681 $44,594,664 $4,994,017

Total
Residential Areas $15,622,063 $20,047,218 -$4,425,155
Mixed Use Areas $36,294,601 $29,523,913 $6,770,688
Commercial/Employment Areas $14,246,935 $5,506,694 $8,740,241
(I) Institutional $904 $6,561 -$5,658
Total Revenue $66,164,503 $55,084,387 $11,080,116

Source: Economic & Planning Systems

Preferred Scenario
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Table 4 Preferred Scenario Plan Horizon Fiscal Impact Summary 

Description Revenue Expend Net Fiscal Impact

South of 104th
Residential Areas $515,473 $419,536 $95,937
Mixed Use Areas $5,737,785 $3,560,381 $2,177,404
Commercial/Employment Areas $1,879,986 $791,043 $1,088,943
Institutional $646 $4,693 -$4,047
Subtotal $8,133,890 $4,775,653 $3,358,237

Between 104th - 128th
Residential Areas $1,284,164 $1,849,041 -$564,877
Mixed Use Areas $2,502,007 $1,431,440 $1,070,568
Commercial/Employment Areas $2,716,899 $1,032,485 $1,684,414
(I) Institutional $257 $1,865 -$1,609
Subtotal $6,503,328 $4,314,831 $2,188,496

North of 128th
Residential Areas $11,249,411 $14,476,785 -$3,227,375
Mixed Use Areas $23,279,805 $20,198,948 $3,080,857
Commercial/Employment Areas $8,167,708 $3,110,214 $5,057,494
(I) Institutional $0 $3 -$3
Subtotal $42,696,924 $37,785,950 $4,910,974

Total
Residential Areas $13,049,048 $16,745,362 -$3,696,315
Mixed Use Areas $31,519,597 $25,190,768 $6,328,829
Commercial/Employment Areas $12,764,593 $4,933,742 $7,830,851
(I) Institutional $904 $6,561 -$5,658
Total Revenue $57,334,142 $46,876,434 $10,457,708

Source: Economic & Planning Systems

Preferred Scenario




